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Finding indigenous History in tHe rHsV               
collections
Fred Cahir
Abstract
This paper is a fuller version of a lecture delivered at the RHSV for the 
Annual Melbourne Day Lecture in 2011, which focused on locating 
Aboriginal history in the Royal Historical Society of Victoria (RHSV) 
collections. This paper highlights some of my finds within the RHSV 
archives over the years—sometimes just a rakish sentence, and other times 
a major peeling back of the historical onion. In addition, the strengths and 
challenges of researching Aboriginal history, and specifically at the RHSV, 
are discussed, providing a greater indication of the enormous worth of the 
RHSV manuscript collection in adding to our knowledge of the impact of 
Aboriginal Victorians on the development of the colony.
IN RECENT YEARS, there has been a surge of interest in the study of Victorian Aboriginal history and culture. This upsurge has resulted in the publication of many books and journal articles, and the 
completion of many theses. Whatever the reasons, a major contributing 
role in providing a database for these studies has been played by the Royal 
Historical Society of Victoria (RHSV), particularly through its holdings 
of source material in the form of manuscripts. I wish to focus on a select 
number of RHSV manuscript sources that date from 1830–1900 and show 
how our understanding of Aboriginal history, especially from a post-
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contact perspective, can enrich our understanding of our shared history. 
The RHSV’s manuscript collection holds many documents of Victoria’s 
pastoral and mining eras—pastoral workers’, squatters’ and miners’ 
diaries, memoirs, correspondence and station records. They represent a 
body of sources that enable a reconstruction of the development of race 
relations in that period (1830–1900) and allow an analysis of many of the 
issues currently demanding scholarly attention. These range from studies 
of Aboriginal social formation, modes of production, population density, 
territoriality and spatial organisation, to Aboriginal attitudes and reactions 
towards the colonists and their invasion, the squatting mode of occupation, 
and the morality of conquest.
In the 1960s, Australian historians, and ergo the RHSV, were criticised 
by W.E.H. Stanner for being the ‘high priests’ of a cult of forgetfulness, 
for neglecting Aboriginal history, and for excluding a whole section of the 
landscape from their research.1 An analysis of Victorian goldfields history 
publications reveals that Stanner was right—that historians writing on 
Victoria’s history had at times been content to leave the study of Aborigines 
to the anthropologists—and then to ignore the anthropologists.2 My own 
survey of historical literature on the subject of the Victorian gold rushes 
revealed that: 
[a] potent silence drawn down upon Victorian Aboriginal people and their 
presence on the goldfields, especially in regional histories of the north-eastern 
and Gippsland regions is singularly evident. Many have totally expunged 
the existence of Aboriginal people or effectively excised them by offering 
only a rakish sentence or two … some senior historians have written some 
of the most perfunctory treatments of Aboriginal people in their analyses of 
Victorian regional centres and goldfields.3
This situation has mostly come to an end. Historians, Attwood noted 
in 1989, have learned that: 
a painstaking search of conventional documentary sources—e.g. 
parliamentary inquiries, official correspondence of government bodies such as 
the Victorian Board for the Protection of the Aborigines, diaries and journals 
of ‘explorers’ and pastoralists, letters and reports of missionaries, and writings 
of ethnographers—can yield a considerable quarry of material in which not 
only European but also Aboriginal voices can be heard.4
More recently, there has been a national consciousness of, and even an 
acknowledgement of, the importance of Australia’s colonial invasion 
history to the present and future of our society, particularly with regard 
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to social and economic relations between Indigenous and non-Indigenous 
Australians.5 Harrison argues that one response to this desire for an 
inclusive Australian nationhood has been to engage with the shared or 
cross-cultural aspects of post-contact places and to interpret how this 
longstanding cross-cultural dialogue has had a significant impact on the 
development of Australian national identities.6 According to Goodall, 
the key to ‘sharing histories’ is a wider recognition of history, not as a 
product, but as a process in which the teller, the audience and the time 
of the telling are understood as variables affecting the story.7 Similarly 
Batten, writing about Australian heritage interpretation, particularly in 
relation to museums, has noted the importance of how ‘when dealing with 
Australia’s [Aboriginal and non-Aboriginal] shared past, museums need 
to acknowledge multiple perspectives and avoid the notion of there being 
only one “true” interpretation of the past’. Rather, given the diversity of the 
Australian nation, there are many perspectives of different events.8 Moran 
has alluded to the complexities of such a paradigmatic shift, positing that 
indigenising settler nationalism represents an important emotional shift 
for settler Australians. 
It involves a reaching out to embrace the Indigenous (and their Aboriginality) 
as full moral members of a shared Australian nation. The claim is that through 
such an act the Australian nation would become less a settler nation than 
a ‘tapestry’ nation with the Indigenous accorded a central, identity-giving 
place.9
According to Nettlebeck, in the midst of the history wars, the notion of 
‘shared histories’ has produced a ‘fragmentation of national historical 
consciousness, creating a very public polarization between Australia’s 
orthodox foundational story of European settlement and progress, and 
its counter-narrative of invasion and violent Aboriginal dispossession’.10
Taking a small sample of the RHSV’s manuscript collection as its focus, 
this article highlights the richness of the shared stories—the Aboriginal 
side of Victorian post-colonisation history—and shows that its previous 
exclusion from this story was not due to a lack of material. On the contrary, 
the exclusion of Aboriginal experiences from Victorian history writing 
was based on the opinions and choices of the people writing the histories. 
This was previously expounded by Reynolds, who noted that: ‘The 
barriers which for so long kept Aboriginal experience out of our history 
books were not principally those of source material … but rather those 
of perception and preference’.11 Careful inspection of these excerpts from 
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the RHSV collection gives readers a strong sense that Victorian history 
cannot be properly understood without the realisation that the colonisers 
and Aboriginal peoples have been, and remain, deeply entangled in the 
events that have shaped Victoria.
Essential to understanding the nature and history of contact between 
non-Indigenous and Aboriginal people is an awareness of what activities 
and industries brought the colonisers to the frontier. Aboriginal people 
did not have contact with an entity called ‘Western society’, but with 
certain sections of it. However, these sections not only consisted of 
isolated individuals acting independently; they also shared capitalist and 
colonialist ideologies. The colonists’ commonality also emanated from 
their interventionist relationships with Aboriginal people. Early colonists 
such as Charles Griffith, writing in 1845, noted how ‘many persons’, when 
arguing on the subject of the ‘proper mode of dealing with the aborigines 
of Australia … turn around and say, “Well, after all, I do not see what 
right we have to come and take away their country from them”’—an 
argument vehemently disputed by Griffith and others.12 Griffith’s retort 
was that British superiority necessitated the ‘white man’s right to occupy 
the country’. He also vigorously argued there was a moral imperative to 
‘frame such a code of laws as may at once afford protection to the native 
and financial security to the settler’.13 The crux of colonial expansion and 
subsequent intervention in Victorian Aboriginal society hinged upon British 
industrial capitalism. Naturally, the manifestations of the intervention 
differed in significant ways according to settlers’ differing reasons for being 
on the frontier and their various labour and resource needs. Moreover, 
the measure of colonists’ ecological and social impacts, the range and 
scale of economic activities and the various policies, philosophies, beliefs 
and practices of individuals at the very edge of the frontier also changed 
considerably over different economic periods.
Some historians have only recently come to view Aboriginal people 
as conscious actors, as active participants in Australia’s economic history, 
rather than as mere victims of non-Indigenes, or pawns in another culture’s 
game. Consensus on this matter is non-existent amongst historians. As 
recently as 1998, Jim Hagen and Robert Castles argued that Aboriginal 
involvement in the non-Indigenous economy was minimal and that their 
motivation was primarily externally driven. Hagen and Castles insisted 
that Aboriginal people generally did not seek to involve themselves in 
the colonists’ economy and that ‘More usually Aboriginal people neither 
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sought nor were given the opportunity to adapt or to participate in the 
white economy’.14 
Historian Henry Reynolds was one of the first and most prominent 
scholars to repudiate this non-participatory paradigm at a macro level. 
Reynolds, along with Ann McGrath, Kay Saunders and Jackie Huggins, 
was responsible for activating discussion on the economic relationships 
that Aboriginal people developed with white colonisers. The subsequent 
historical research at a micro or regional level has invariably revealed that 
the nature of Aboriginal culture and the responses made to the colonisers 
not only influenced the nature of non-Indigenous colonisation, but was also 
consistent with the Aboriginals’ own cultural imperatives.15 
Arguably, one of the critical factors that has greatly hampered a more 
balanced representation of Aboriginal people’s involvement and influence 
in colonial Victoria’s economic history is how non-Indigenous writers and 
historians have portrayed them as workers. Richard Broome has argued 
that the Aboriginal people have often been depicted as lazy or indifferent 
workers.16 In recent years, historians have begun to query this interpretation 
of Aboriginal–non-Indigenous work relations in Australia and in Victoria. 
Much of the research that has led to this re-evaluation has focused on 
the northern frontiers, but increasingly, a significant number of studies 
are focusing on the south-eastern frontiers as well and there is a growing 
recognition by a number of historians that the use of Aboriginal labour 
in Victoria had always been greater than previously realised. Moreover, 
there is a mounting recognition of the extent of the influence exerted by 
Aboriginal people in the development of Victoria.17
It needs to be stated that there is no doubting that for Aboriginal people 
living and working under the yoke of British rule in the Port Phillip District 
of New South Wales (now Victoria), the frontier was catastrophic for 
life and culture, and these unpleasant truths need to be articulated. Many 
archival documents attest to the brutal and offhanded ways in which 
Aboriginal people, and workers in general, were treated. A reference 
in Patrick Coady Buckley’s journal, which he kept for almost 30 years 
(1844–1872), includes a remarkably heartless reference on 20 December 
1858: ‘John Bourke died apparently of apoplexy whilst going from my 
dairy to home, a little showery and windy.’ Buckley also duly noted hurting 
his foot by kicking ‘his black’.18 
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The value of the RHSV manuscripts
The RHSV manuscripts provide a valuable and unique variety of sources 
for any historian who undertakes the task foreshadowed by Reynolds—to 
reconstruct Aboriginal history from the sometimes fragmentary accounts 
that exist.19 The manuscripts set forth the experiences and reflections of 
a number of colonists. Some of these people were sensitive observers of 
race relations; others, such as David Wilsone, who held the first licence 
of Ingliston pastoral run on the Werribee River (1840–1841), were self-
confessed would-be mass murderers. Wilsone, in a letter to his brother 
held in the State Library of Victoria, another manuscript source for 
reconstructing Aboriginal history, complained about the plundering of 
his hut by Aborigines (presumably Wathaurung) and concluded: ‘I do not 
know what blame was attributable to the hutkeeper but if he had done his 
duty some of them would or should have been shot … Nothing will do I 
am afraid but to shoot a good many of them.’20 
Cover labels from Isaac Batey, Reminiscences, 1840–1870, of Settlement of 
Melbourne and the Sunbury District, RHSV MS Collection, MS 000035, Box 
16 [2–3] & Caleb Collyer, Reminiscences, RHSV MS Collection, MS 066, Box 
6–7. (Courtesy of the RHSV manuscript collection.)
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As Critchett in her valuable work on the Western District frontiers has 
demonstrated, the squatters and Aboriginal peoples were living in ‘close 
proximity’ to one another. Evidence of this longstanding living-together, 
living-apart relationship can be gleaned in a letter written by Governor 
La Trobe in 1842 where he noted how ‘the savage tribes are not only 
upon our borders, but intermingled with us in every part of this wide 
district’.21 Clark, and later I myself, argued that, given that squatters and 
some miners ‘had long periods of contact with Aborigines, and frontier 
life gave them many opportunities for observing Victorian Aboriginal 
society, this source material would be expected to prove most valuable’.22 
However, Clark warns that searching for source material about Aboriginal 
culture in manuscripts written by colonists is by its very nature going to 
be unsatisfactory to some degree.
Unfortunately most of the writers reveal more about their own, or the local 
or prevailing, attitude to Aboriginal culture. Many of these sources contain 
little more than accounts of conflict between Europeans and Aborigines 
or anecdotes about particularly colourful characters. One disappointing 
feature is the failure of some writers to give the clan and tribal names of the 
Aboriginal groups they are describing or even the precise location of the 
area itself. Another problem confined to reminiscences and memoirs, is that 
they are written long after the events and occurrences that are described. In 
these cases it is difficult to counter the possible distortion and selectivity of 
the writer’s memory.23 
The RHSV manuscripts, like all source material for the reconstruction 
of Aboriginal history, should not be used uncritically. In a paper about 
reconstructing of Aboriginal history using non-Indigenous manuscript 
sources, Clark cautions researchers to be aware of the ideological context 
in which writings in the colonial period, or indeed any period, were 
produced. Clark further posits that by ‘examining the categories of thought 
it is possible to identify colonial writers’ selectivity and silences’. These 
can be exposed, he suggests, by asking questions such as: 
What aspects of the total lifestyle and culture are recorded? Why do we learn 
so little about the activities of women and their role in Aboriginal society? 
Why so little about food gathering, daily camp activities, tool making, and 
exchange, compared with tribal fights, burial customs, and certain ceremonial 
customs?24
However, despite these silences and shortcomings, Clark is confident 
that ‘a meticulous sifting of this source material not only demonstrates 
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the existence of not just conflict, but a measure of co-existence between 
Aborigines and colonists’ and also enables discussion of the nature and 
extent of adaptation on both sides of the frontier.25 
Regarding the information contained in the RHSV manuscript collection, 
there are three aspects that make it valuable for generalist historians and 
Aboriginal studies historians alike. The first of these is that the observations 
in the manuscripts are made in a wide range of locations. Taking the 
reminiscences of George Sugden as a representative example, from them, 
it is possible to gain a glimpse of his outlook on outback stations during 
the 1840s to 1860s in the Wimmera, in the Western District of Victoria, on 
the goldfields of central Victoria and on pastoral properties in New South 
Wales. We are privy to anecdotes relating to his early life at Ballarat and 
Geelong, and his descriptions of survival and loneliness in the bush as a 
child, adolescent and adult. His experiences with Aborigines both in the 
bush and on stations belonging to Learmonth, Elder, Scott, Turnbull, Budd, 
Robertson, Samuel Wilson and James Cochran provide researchers with 
multiple perspectives of not just how George Sugden viewed Aboriginal 
people, but how differently Aboriginal people were treated on various 
stations across a large swathe of Victoria. 
Reminiscences such as Sugden’s tend to follow a pattern in regard to 
their depiction of Aboriginal people in colonial Australia. Generally, the 
portrayal is firstly one of fear towards nameless Aboriginal people and 
of Aboriginal people being an obstruction to the development of their 
sheep or cattle stations. Typically, the white pioneer will then name and 
outline how they were befriended by a clan head, learned how to speak the 
Aborigines’ language and employed them on the stations. The accounts 
usually include numerous anecdotes of how the whites were tutored in 
Aboriginal bushcraft. Often the reminiscences will then supply a graphic 
depiction of the disintegration of traditional Aboriginal culture and a wistful 
examination of the need to smooth the dying pillow of the Aboriginal race. 
In early passages of Sugden’s reminiscences, which are located closest to 
the geographic centre of colonisation, there are several negative images, 
for example, of anonymous Aboriginal people being blamed for the ‘Black 
Thursday’ bushfires of 1851 and of how terrified he was of ‘them’ as a 
child. Sugden reveals how the frontier was a shared space and he notes 
how ‘we could all speak the black language well’ and how he was given 
a half-caste named Davis to help him. At other stations, Sugden noted a 
more master-servant approach adopted by whites towards their Aboriginal 
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labour force, noting the ‘blacks doing the work [sheep washing] with a 
white overseer to direct’.26
It should be noted that whilst Sugden does not tell us much about 
Aboriginal material culture or the landscape, his writings tell us volumes 
about the formation of the Australian pioneer legend and, arguably, how 
much of this legend is attributable to Aboriginal workers in outback 
Victoria. Sugden’s experience informs us that white workers were very 
uneasy in what they saw as an inhospitable and dangerous environment. 
Sugden quickly adapted by placing himself completely ‘in his [Aboriginal 
aide’s] hands and knew that as long as I stuck to him I was safe’.27 
Interestingly, Sugden relates a series of events where he acknowledges the 
vast superiority of his Aboriginal co-workers, and comes to the painful, but 
pragmatic, conclusion that work and survival in the bush was a great race 
and class leveller. Sugden also acknowledged (and reiterated) something 
that is rarely acknowledged in regional history books, but is frequently 
remarked upon in published Victorian family histories and 19th century 
manuscripts—that Aboriginal workers in Victoria were eminently more 
capable than the settlers:
I was given a half caste named Davis to help us. He was a splendid stockman, 
none better. We lived together and slept in the one tent … Though I did not 
like cooking for blacks … [Sugden reluctantly ended up cooking for Davis] 
I saw it was the best way … I never saw a man use a whip like Davis. Within 
a week Davis had the horses so trained that they would come up to the tent 
and stand still.28
Very frequently, Sugden was ordered to go with a ‘black boy’ and find lost 
white bushmen and stock. In reality, Sugden was fully aware of who was 
leading whom. His reminiscences are studded with acknowledgements 
such as: ‘I was rescued by Sandy the black tracker … rescued by black 
trackers [again]’.29 
RHSV manuscripts such as Sugden’s reflect what McGrath and 
other historians revealed about the northern Australia frontier. McGrath 
observed that Aboriginal people, especially Aboriginal women, were ‘over-
employed’ and that many station lessees conceded the stations could not 
have survived without Aboriginal labour. Aboriginal people were employed 
in intense seasonal work on cattle/sheep stations, as well as undertaking 
their traditional quests for food, performing cultural ceremonial work, and 
having sexual liaisons with white managers/workers—all during the same 
period sometimes.30 McGrath recorded how cattle station managers often 
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preferred women as stockworkers, because of their reliability in procuring 
bush foods and, as importantly to the managers, for sexual services and 
female companionship.31 Sugden noted that the ‘blacks were doing all the 
work’ on the cattle station, that the white workers ‘each had black women 
for housekeepers, and plenty of black men to help them, and they used to 
keep the white men in plenty of fish’.32 Patrick Costello records how, keen 
to utilise an Aboriginal guide’s expertise and thus save himself unwarranted 
exertion, he asked ‘if he would guide me across the hills … To go across 
country the distance was only about seven miles, whereas if we took the 
road the distance was 15 miles. The blackfellow agreed to do so, and we 
started off and reached the station safely’.33
One of the more interesting aspects of Sugden’s manuscript is 
his reference to the appropriation of Aboriginal material technology. 
Sugden and many of his contemporaries noted that possum skin rugs 
manufactured by Aboriginal people were a coveted item. Sugden notes 
how a ‘blackfellow possessed of a very handsome opossum rug, which the 
hutkeepers and shepherds endeavoured for a long time to do him out of’.34 
In his reminiscences too, there is an inkling of respect for the Victorian 
Aboriginal cultural landscape in which he dwelt. He wrote of travelling 
to the Lower Loddon diggings where he felt privileged to experience a 
‘native funeral ceremony to which few white men are admitted … after 
asking permission’.35
The second advantageous feature of the RHSV manuscript collection, a 
corollary of the first, is the time depth inherent in the documents. Sometimes 
embedded in the reminiscences, letters and diaries of the people, who 
displaced or lived with Aboriginal people on what had been Aboriginal 
lands in those peoples’ lifetimes, are snippets of evidence that demonstrate 
how colonists positively viewed the value of Aboriginal participation 
in colony building. Isaac Batey at Sunbury, whose ‘recollections cover 
a period extending over sixty years’, (ca 1840–1900) and whose ‘first 
acquaintance with blacks began when I was a mere child on the Plenty’, 
had heard it said ‘there were some squatters who preferred blacks as 
stockmen’.36 
Research into Aboriginal people’s contribution to the colonial economy, 
guiding people and stock across the river systems of Australia, confirms 
Reynolds’ argument that Aboriginal guides smoothed many of the pioneers’ 
potentially calamitous moments.37 Some representative examples of this 
‘smoothing’ by using Aboriginal technology, especially canoes, are to 
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be found in RHSV manuscripts. Diaries by early colonists such as Jane 
Macartney can provide researchers with a reminder of how dependent many 
colonists were on Aboriginal skills in the early period of colonisation—
not just for their labour, but for transport. Macartney’s diary entry for 27 
January 1859 tells how she and her family, in order to survive dangerous 
flood waters, were ‘obliged to cross the creeks one by one in a boat made of 
a small piece of bark and only holding the native beside, who paddled it’.38 
This experience of being dependent on Aboriginal people’s canoe making 
skills was not unique. Colquhuon, a long-time postmistress of Mitta Mitta, 
provides a detailed account (ca 1850–90) of local pioneers such as the 
Paton family, who came to the district after crossing ‘the Murray River in 
a bark canoe’. Similarly, in the Orbost district, an Aboriginal (presumably 
Kurnai/Gurnai) named Joe Banks rescued a sick colonist during the floods 
by ‘making a canoe out of a sheet of bark from the roof and placing the 
sick man in it, swam through the turbulent waters, towing the canoe and 
its helpless occupant to safety’.39 Frederick Burchett (ca 1843–1900) 
wrote that, during floods, ‘we had to carry rations to outstations in a bark 
canoe … manufactured by the blacks in a very few minutes’.40 George 
Sugden (ca 1840–70) recorded how overlanders would commonly ‘get 
over [swollen rivers] in blacks dugouts’ and how the ‘drays [were] ferried 
over by blacks’.41 
The third noteworthy aspect of the RHSV manuscripts is the 
descriptions which some writers provide of Aboriginal beliefs, events and 
practices, particularly regarding the colonists—and also the speed with 
which Victorian Aboriginal people assumed agency in their social and 
economic affairs. In six years of travel and observation (1849–54), Samuel 
Clutterbuck was witness to a wide range of economic and ceremonial 
practices, for some of which there is little or no extant material evidence.42 
Clutterbuck recounted several instances of Aboriginal people instructing 
him on the subject of Aboriginal beliefs regarding what became of them 
and whites in the afterlife: 
I told him of poor Wight’s death. Aha! Said he [Murray, an Aboriginal] ‘Mr 
Wight, quamby alonga [camp or live here] this, (pointing to ground) come 
up black fellow, bye and bye.’ This is their tradition of the final state of white 
men and vice versa of their own people.43
Samuel Clutterbuck noted with some displeasure how money had clearly 
displaced barter in dealings with non-Indigenous people: 
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The blacks took their departure, Simon promising on his next passing, to 
bring me a new opossum rug and one each of their different implements of 
war and hunting. I asked him if l should give him a fine shirt in return. He 
replied ‘Borag [No] shirt, give it plenty white money’. I may here state, that 
the ‘amor munni’ [love of money?] is as strong with the aborigines as their 
paler faced brethren.44
Some colonists such as Burchett wrote of Aboriginal attitudes towards 
rescuing the whites, noting how the remedy for a snake bite was entirely 
dependent upon your friendship with local clans people: ‘if black snakes 
bite you you’re sure to die, unless you cut the wound out with a sharp knife, 
and then get a native to suck the venom out, which they will sometimes 
do if they are particularly friendly with you. You can’t persuade them to 
do it for money unless they like you very much, it makes their lips swell 
to an enormous size’.45 
Some of the scenes described in RHSV manuscripts were unique, 
including the detailed recounting by George Bishop of a corroboree held 
at Essendon, Melbourne.
I have witnessed several corroborees, between eight and fourteen, but the 
one before last, in 1868, saw two northern tribes from Ballarat [presumably 
Wathaurung] and Bendigo [presumably Dja dja wurrung], coming by different 
routes, arriving in Essendon at the same time. As they were friendly they 
camped near one another and Mr. Jamieson and others asked them for their 
usual display and they gave a double performance—first the men and then 
the lubras. A very large number of the residents were present and as I have a 
retentive memory and have preserved my notes, I will give a description of 
the dance and its surroundings as they occurred.
It took place about halfway between Lincoln Road and Mount Alexander 
Road and on the other side of the first of two gullies, at eight p.m. on a dark 
night as a moon would spoil the effect. The spot chosen was where three 
large gum trees were close together facing east. They placed saplings against 
the trees to a height of 8 or 10 feet and two feet apart and covered them very 
thickly with boughs which had left a fine dark background. They had two 
large stacks of wood about thirty feet apart ready to light soon as they begun 
to dance. They always dance by firelight and no moon. In those days, with the 
exception of a loin cloth they are stark naked. This is supposed to be a war 
dance before having a tribal fight. They go to a lot of trouble to paint their 
bodies with red, white and yellow clay and their bodies were marked and 
lined off in a very fantastic manner. I may say that they had great objection 
to white women being present, so they were excluded …
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The spectators had a good two hours enjoyment and all that was required to 
make these poor aborigines happy was white money, so Mr. Jamieson went 
round with the hat and distributed the takings among them.46
The sixty years of Batey’s recollections were vitally important ones in 
relations between Europeans and Aborigines, and the inevitable disruption 
to Aboriginal culture. Batey’s memory of the fury of the dispossessed is 
an illustration of how colonial Victorians were made aware of the anger 
and sensitivity that Aboriginal people felt about having their lands wrested 
from them:
Of a day as we were having dinner a lubra styled Big Mary coming to the 
hut, poked her head through the modern shutter and gave Martin Batey her 
opinion of him in the choicest Billingsgate [profuse swearing]. Young as I 
was it is clearly remembered that she was foaming at her mouth with rage. 
She cursed him uphill and down dale, wanting to know why he had come 
to her country and stigmatised him as hot as her vocabulary would admit. 47 
During the mid-19th century, there were dramatic cultural adaptations in 
Aboriginal culture taking place in the face of increased European numbers 
and widespread alteration to their traditional environment. Some of these 
can be reconstructed from manuscript references made in the same districts, 
but at different times. The cultural interchange or transmogrification that 
occurred on the Victorian frontier too is evident, albeit in a muffled way. 
Historian John Hirst argued that there is also evidence of a merging or 
influencing of white culture by Indigenous people. It is, Hirst admits, the 
‘boldest claim in the long business of assessing the Australian character’.48 
Though controversial, there are slivers of evidence, for example, Caleb 
Collyer’s statement that ‘the making of damper was a test of skill and 
the best I have seen made was made and baked by aborigines’.49 Often 
there are little testaments to the rigours of colonial life contained within 
the manuscripts, which reinforce the notion that the social life of Victoria 
was a shared space. Elsewhere in his reminiscences, Patrick Costello’s 
reminiscences about station life near Bet Bet (circa 1848–52) recall a 
violent incident and a colonist’s response:
a gin whose husband had been shot and who had two children, was taken by 
Mrs. Allen out of pity and she kept her about the station … [a] black tried to 
make love to the lubra and as she would have nothing to do with him, he gave 
her a terrible beating … the gin told Mrs. Allen that the black had beaten her.50
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Occasionally, we are afforded non-British perspectives on race relations 
in Victoria. Charles, a French miner who wrote about his experiences on 
the central Victorian goldfields, considered that the ‘natives were more 
civilised than many miners’ and explained that, at Skipton in 1855, on his 
way to the Ballarat diggings, he was ‘humbugged by King Jimmy of the 
tribe of Emu Creek’ for some tobacco, and so in ‘order to remain on good 
terms with the natives we gave him all the tobacco we had’.51 The French 
miner also confessed to being too tired after a long day’s travel to wait 
Caleb Collyer (1844–1916), Reminiscences of Caleb Collyer, 
1854–1905.
(RHSV Manuscripts Collection, MS 66 B.)
Victorian Historical Journal Vol. 85, No. 1, June 201426
for the end of a corroboree staged for their benefit and added that he and 
his party had followed the conventions of other miners by ‘camping at a 
gunshot’s distance from the natives [Wathaurung], in that way imitating the 
English and the Americans who did not like to feel themselves too close 
to the coloured people, however inoffensive they were’.52
More often, the manuscripts offer us Eurocentric accounts by pioneers 
who had a personal hand in the bloody frontier, for example, those found 
in the letters and reminiscences of Caleb Collyer. Collyer’s personal 
recount of frontier violence against Beeac, a Gulidjan Elder and his clans 
people is one of brutal retribution, justified by Collyer on account of the 
Aboriginal people being ‘thieves’ and predatory spoilers of pioneers settling 
on Aboriginal lands.
Beeac was the predacious leader of a rustler’s band and were noted plunderers. 
Scarcely had white settlers pitched camp on the SE corner of Lake Colac 
before trouble began … the whites were away rounding up their stock. Beeac 
and Co. came on the camp during their absence. Samson an African black 
was the only one in charge. The Blacks tied him up—gave him a most severe 
branding—plundered the camp and departed … at night they [the whites] 
climbed the big hill and discerned the location of the thieves away among the 
Caleb Collyer (1844–1916),
Reminiscences of Caleb Collyer, 1854–1905.
(RHSV Manuscripts Collection, MS 66 A.)
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ti-tree. Early next morning they surrounded the natives, got back the bulk of 
their goods scattering the plunderers in the scrub … Beeac received a similar 
dose by way of punishment to that which he had given the guardian of the 
camp. Immediately he was liberated he grasped his spear retreated a short 
distance and then turned on the whites threatened them who thereupon gave 
him a dose of shot in the legs. They penetrated and remained as a reminder 
for the rest of Beeac’s life. The effect on the whole tribe was a due respect 
for the Colac camp of pioneers.53
Implications for Historians
The infiltration of an Aboriginal past into the centre of regional pioneering 
stories is arguably very disturbing for many historians. Carter, commenting 
on the nexus he believes has been reached between Aboriginality and 
Australian modernity, describes the implications of revisionist history 
writing as not simply adding another layer to the nation’s history or culture: 
‘It starts to change the whole picture. The very foundations of earlier stories 
of the nation seem to be their weakest point: the heroes begin to look like 
villains, the past begins to leak into the present releasing quite different 
odors.’54 Clark warns that historical discourses that draw conclusions 
about interracial violence on the frontier, without assessing the responses 
of individual clans or individual clan members, are in danger of being too 
simplistic and not contributing fully to our understanding of interracial 
relations on the frontier.55 Furthermore, Clark notes that much of the fabric 
of any society consists of non-material elements—beliefs, ideas, language 
and personal expression. In literate societies, these aspects often achieve 
a material (i.e. written) form and can be studied as such; in non-literate 
groups, the material expression is often in a transitory form which does not 
survive.56 In this context, a repository of information on such a wide range 
of non-material aspects of post-contact Victorian Aboriginal life (such as 
the RHSV manuscripts) is a boon for researchers. It enables historians to 
locate and apply the fine brushstrokes of historical detail to a large canvas.
Conclusion
This discussion has provided a brief overview of the issues besetting 
Victorian Aboriginal historiography and revealed some gems of the RHSV 
manuscript collection, which refute the idea of Victorian Aborigines as 
passive non-participants in colonial society. Some of the sources tell us 
much more about the colonisers’ attitudes to Aborigines, than about the 
culture they were observing, but that too is part of the story. Some offer 
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valued glimpses of the Aboriginal experience of white occupation. 
These sources take a variety of forms, depending on the circumstances 
of their compilation. They include firsthand observation by colonists and 
visitors, sometimes recorded from memories of events which occurred 
decades earlier. The range and depth of information on Aboriginal culture in 
the RHSV manuscript collection give it an enormous importance for a huge 
variety of studies. The colonists’ observations were not without bias (both 
conscious and subconscious) regarding Aboriginal culture and its worth. 
So, as with all other ethno-historical sources, allowance must be made for 
the ethnocentric and egocentric perspectives of the writers. However, these 
sources have the advantage of an immediacy of recorded observations, and 
a temporal and spatial range that is invaluable in reconstructing Victorian 
shared histories.
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